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ABSTRACT
Over the last thirty years, the student population of schools in the United States have become
increasingly more racially diverse, while teachers have remained predominantly white. During
this same period, school disciplinary policies and practices have become increasingly punitive.
Literature has shown that this shift disproportionately targets students of color. Behavior such as
defiance and disruption are now offenses that warrant the suspension or expulsion of a student.
These behaviors are subjective in nature. In using their discretion to identify defiance and
disruption, teachers may administer discipline in a racially unequal manner. While prior research
has documented the emergence of a racial discipline gap, scholars have neglected to consider
how discipline for subjective offenses is affected by school level factors such as the composition
of student and staff race. Moreover, considering the racial variation in student and school staff
populations, it is important to contextualize the use of subjective disciplinary practices in a
critical whiteness and white cultural capital theoretical framework. Using data on K-12
California public schools and quantitative statistical research methods, the current study attempts
to fill this research void by exploring the effect that the proportion of white school staff has on
the use of defiance-related suspensions for students, particularly Black and Latinx students. The
findings indicate that the higher proportion of white staff, the higher the rate of defiance-related
suspensions, especially for Black and Latinx students. Additionally, Black students consistently
have higher rates of defiance-related suspensions than both their white and Latinx peers. These
results have important implications for understanding the school-to-prison pipeline, the role of
whiteness and white cultural capital in schools, and the effects that subjective discipline practices
have on the racial discipline gap.
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INTRODUCTION
“Of all the civil rights for which the world has struggled and fought for 5000 years, the right to learn
is undoubtedly the most fundamental—The freedom to learn—has been bought by bitter sacrifice. And
whatever we may think of the curtailment of other civil rights, we should fight to the last ditch to keep
open the right to learn, the right to have examined in our schools not only what we believe, but what we
do not believe; not only what our leaders say, but what the leaders of other groups and nations, and the
leaders of other centuries have said. We must insist upon this to give our children the fairness of a start
which will equip them with such an array of facts and such an attitude toward truth that they can have
a real chance to judge what the world is and what its greater minds have thought it might be.”
- W.E.B. Du Bois

In 2011, at Rio Calaveras Elementary School in Stockton, California, a five-year-old
student had both hands and feet zip-tied and was transported in a police cruiser to the nearest
psychiatric hospital, where police charged the student with battery after kicking the school
resource officer in the shin during a conflict. That boy is Michael Davis. Davis is a Black student
with a disability who was sent to meet with the school administration and resource officer to
discuss a pattern of classroom disruption and defiance. This behavior is eligible for suspension or
expulsion under California state law. The school resource officer, administrator, and teacher who
advised the administration to meet with Davis were all white. At the time of the incident, the
staff population at Rio Calaveras Elementary School was nearly 61 percent white, and the
student population was only 6 percent white. For context, 45 percent of the population of
Stockton was white (California Department of Education 2011; U.S. Census 2011).
What happened to Michael Davis is not unique. It illustrates the confluence of two trends
in the United States education system: an increased reliance on more punitive disciplinary
policies and practices, particularly for non-violent offenses such as defiance and disruption, and
the disproportionate effect these policies and practices have on students of color (Skiba 2014).
Today, Black students are nearly 4 times more likely to be suspended and 2.5 times more likely
to be referred to police than their white counterparts (Civil Rights Data Collection Lab 2020).
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Based on the most recent national data from the U.S. Department of Education, Black students
are 15 percent of the total student enrollment population and represent 38 percent of school
suspensions and 29 percent of in-school police referrals (Civil Rights Data Collection Lab 2020).
Comparatively, white students make up 47 percent of the total student enrollment population, yet
represent only 33 percent of school suspensions and 38 percent of in-school police referrals
(Civil Rights Data Collection Lab 2020). In addition to police referrals, 55 percent of student
arrests in schools are for minor, non-violent offenses, such as defiance and disruption, and 77
percent of school resource officers have reported relying on student arrests as a strategy to calm
them down (Curran, Fisher, Viano, and Kupchick 2019; Wolf 2013).
These data indicate the disproportionate impact that school discipline has on students of
color, mainly Black and brown students, and how the United States educational institution
systematically privileges white students. Furthermore, these data illustrate how schools are
connected to the criminal justice system and prison industrial complex through disciplinary
policies and procedures that rely on the involvement of local law enforcement (Heitzeg 2016).
The prison industrial complex refers to the growing privatization of the U.S. prison system and
the overreliance on incarceration to solve political, social, and economic issues, and is a crucial
development in the disproportionate incarceration of Black and brown individuals (Gordon
1999).
Schools have become closely entwined with the criminal justice system in the past 30
years following the rise of zero-tolerance school discipline policies in the 1990s, characterized
by particularly punitive action in response to student misbehavior. In 1975, only 1 percent of
schools in the U.S. had a full-time police officer on school grounds (Califano, Berry, and Albjerg
1978). By 2018, 58 percent of schools had at least one police officer patrolling their hallways
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(Diliberti, Jackson, Correa, and Padgett 2019). During this same period, exclusionary discipline
and in-school arrests exploded (Skiba 2014). “Exclusionary discipline” is an umbrella term used
to describe punitive measures that remove a student from the classroom and/or school by
suspension, expulsion, or office referral. Suspensions alone doubled from 1.7 to 3.4 million
between 1974 and 2014, and since the 1990s, school arrests have increased by 300-500 percent
annually (Mallett 2015; Pesta 2021).
Consequently, the difference in exclusionary discipline between white students and
students of color widened (Skiba 2014). This development bridged the gap between the school
and the criminal justice system for students of color, a process referred to by school discipline
reform advocates and education scholars as the school-to-prison pipeline. With each consecutive
suspension, a student’s likelihood of graduating decreases by 20 percent (Balfanz, Byrnes, and
Fox 2014). Additionally, students who experience suspensions or expulsions are nearly 3 times
more likely to come in contact with the juvenile justice system within the following year (Fabelo,
Thompson, Plotkin, Carmichael, Miner, Marchbanks, and Booth 2011).
While there is a significant body of research on the racial discipline gap in schools and its
implications for students of color, few studies have examined how the existing disciplinary
policies, practices, and pedagogies relate to theories of whiteness and white privilege. Critical
race scholars define whiteness as a theoretical framework that examines how whiteness is
historically, politically, and institutionally constructed as the default racial identity (Applebaum
2016; Harris 1993; Painter 2010; Roediger 2007). Moreover, the term whiteness does not
exclusively refer to white people but also applies to the institutional systems of power that serve
to privilege white people and the norms, behaviors, and values associated with being white.
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The racial demographic of the student population has been diversifying at an
unprecedented rate over the past 30 years, whereas school staff population has remained
predominantly white. In 2017, only 48 percent of students were white, while 79 percent of school
staff were white, and in 1987, roughly 69 percent of students were white and 87 percent of
school staff were white (U.S. Department of Education 2019; U.S. Department of Education
2017; U.S. Department of Education 1996). During this same thirty-year period, the racial
segregation of schools increased (Frankenburg, Jongyeon, Ayscue, and Orfield 2019). As the
number of white students continue to decline, it is crucial to examine how whiteness is
structurally maintained and reinforced through school disciplinary practices.
Given schools’ increasing use of exclusionary discipline for subjective behavior such as
defiance and disruption, teachers are expected to use their interpretive discretion in what
constitutes this behavior (Baker 2019; Ferguson 2000; Monroe 2005). Since school staff
population is predominantly white, exploring the racial implications in using subjective
discipline has valuable, informative potential for better understanding the observed racial
discrepancy in overall discipline rates. Unfortunately, little research examines the use of
subjective discipline practices on students of color beyond the interpersonal level or explores
how meta-level school factors such as the collective racial demographic in the school inform the
use of discipline for this type of behavior. While whiteness undoubtedly operates and exists at
the interpersonal level, it is equally perpetuated and grounded in the ecological, structural, and
cultural levels. Therefore, it is necessary to explore subjective discipline based on school-level
indicators to further advance discussion around the manifestation of whiteness in the education
system.
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The current study attempts to address the shortcomings in previous literature on the racial
discipline gap by answering the research question: What is the relationship between the presence
of white staff in a school and the rates of defiance-related suspension for Black, Latinx, and
white students? Using descriptive statistical analysis, I will argue that schools with greater levels
of white staff will have greater rates of defiance-related suspensions, and these rates will
disproportionately impact Black and Latinx students. I ground my analysis in the theoretical
framework of critical whiteness studies (Applebaum 2016; Harris 1993; Lee Allen Liou 2019;
Yosso 2005) and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of cultural capital to discuss how the results
inform discussion on the institutionalization of whiteness and the privileging of white cultural
capital in the school through policy, pedagogy, and practice.
To answer my question, I use data derived from the California Department of Education
to explore the relationship between white school staff and defiance-related discipline. As of
2018, California is one of 27 states that permit the suspension of a student for “Defiant or
Disruptive Behavior” (Policy Surveillance Program 2018). However, in 2015, the state
implemented a ban on suspensions for K-3 students, and from 2014-2016, the total number of
students suspended for defiance decreased by 57 percent (CA, Pupil Discipline 2014; California
Department of Education 2016). Nevertheless, despite state-level efforts made to transition away
from punitive disciplinary policies, defiance is still the third leading offense that results in
suspension, after non-injurious violent behavior and illicit-drug related offenses (California
Department of Education 2019).
I begin by outlining the theoretical framework applied throughout my research in more
depth and its relevance in my analysis. I also provide a literature review of the relevant research
on the racial inequalities in school discipline and highlight the current gaps in knowledge.
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Following the literature review, I discuss my research findings and their importance. Lastly, I
provide an analytical discussion of my findings and their implications for understanding the
racial discipline gap and offer policy proposals to mitigate the issue.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Critical Whiteness Theory
Literature on race states that our perceptions of racial categorization are a socially
constructed phenomenon based on associated physical determinants (Ferrante-Wallace and
Brown Jr. 2000; Painter 2010). These arbitrary categories are instituted in society by the
dominating social group to maintain cultural and social hegemony (Doane and Bonilla-Silva
2003; Lewis and Diamond 2015). In the United States, this dominant demographic is those with
the ascribed racial status of white. Whites have historically secured economic, legal, and political
control throughout western society through colonizing efforts and the institutionalization of
racism, thus ensuring cultural and social power remains concentrated in this population (Painter
2010).
As an institution, the school plays a critical role in maintaining this racial domination by
constructing a pedagogical framework that reinforces white privilege (Castagno 2014).
Specifically, the disciplinary policies implemented in schools reflect how white students
experience this privilege through the disproportionate and discriminatory effect these policies
and practices have on students of color (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008; Skiba, Michael,
Caroll Nardo, and Peterson 2002). Suspensions and other forms of school discipline disrupt
students’ learning and may compromise their ability to meet teachers’ expectations, as well as
experience success throughout their educational career. The academic progress of students of
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color will be inhibited to the extent that schools are more likely to take a punitive actions
towards members of this group.
The school also serves as a primary socializing institution. For many students, the
classroom is the first racially diverse social setting they experience. It provides a context in
which students began to recognize their own identity in relation to society at large. Through this
process, students construct their racial consciousness of whiteness as the dominating ideology by
recognizing the academic, social, and disciplinary privileges awarded to white students (Lewis
2003). Therefore, I apply a critical whiteness theoretical lens to analyze and explore whether
white staff use subjective exclusionary discipline, such as suspensions for defiance, in
disproportionate ways based on student race.
Critical whiteness theory is a subset of critical race theory that falls under the realm of
whiteness studies. Similar to critical race theory, critical whiteness studies examine how the
construction of whiteness manifests in social institutions through a legal, cultural, and historical
context, and how this process perpetuates and reaffirms a system of oppression that privilege
whites (Applebaum 2016; Yosso 2005). By positioning whites and whiteness as the focus of this
research, we can further illuminate how schools institutionally and structurally operate to
privilege whiteness and white individuals through disciplinary patterns. Applying a critical
whiteness theoretical framework in the study of school discipline provides valuable insight into
how policies and practices serve to institutionalize whiteness by disadvantaging non-white
students.
Whiteness describes the absence of race, or that which is “culturally invisible.”
(Nakayama and Krizek 1995). As such, research on race must include whiteness studies and
critical whiteness theory in its analytical framework. Ignoring the existence of whiteness in
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research reaffirms its social dominance. Etymologically, in western society, the term “Other” in
the context of race contrasts with whiteness or connotes the meaning of that which is not white
(Doane and Bonilla-Silva 2003). However, this extends beyond ascribed physical characteristics
and applies to ideology. Some whiteness scholars discuss whiteness as a set of ideological
principles that embody the privileging of whites through institutional processes (Gillborn 2005;
Lee Allen and Liou 2019; Leonardo 2002). Most notably is the adherence to meritocracy,
neoliberalism, and individualism (Lee Allen and Liou 2019). These principles of whiteness
manifest in racialized systems that contribute to the construction of institutions that embody
whiteness at all levels, thus inherently privileging whiteness and white individuals (Castagno
2014; Doane and Bonilla-Silva 2003).
Schools serve as an example of the institutionalization of whiteness through ostensibly
colorblind and race-neutral policies (Castagno 2014; Lee Allen and Liou 2019; Leonardo 2007).
Policies such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which punish schools and districts for failing to
meet testing standards, ignore the effect that systemic racism has on meeting these standards at
both the individual and school level (Castagno 2014; Leonardo 2007). In 2015, after 13 years of
controversial debate and advocacy efforts, the federal government ended the NCLB programs.
Discipline reform advocates made similar efforts to roll back punitive school discipline policies,
specifically zero-tolerance policies, which disproportionately target students of color (APA Zero
Tolerance Task Force 2008; Skiba et al. 2002). While those efforts have had some success at the
state and local level, there has been little reform at the federal level, and punitive discipline
practices are still commonplace throughout schools and school districts in the United States.
As a result of these discriminatory punitive discipline practices, students of color face
significant disadvantages. Policies such as NCLB and zero-tolerance discipline highlight the
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insidiousness of whiteness in the school and the myriad ways that white students are
systematically privileged over their non-white peers. While academia discusses whiteness as a
theoretical concept, its existence is evident in the everyday lived experiences of people of color
through discriminatory policies and practices implemented in social institutions, such as the
school.
Cultural Capital
“By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone, the educational system
demands of everyone alike that they have what it does not give.”
-Pierre Bourdieu

Throughout my research, I apply sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital
to understand how the dominant white culture informs and maintains the structural inequalities
observed in the education system (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). Bourdieu (1977) discusses
cultural capital as a learned set of knowledge an individual obtains based on their family’s
socioeconomic position in society, which either benefits or hinders their social mobility.
Furthermore, Bourdieu (1977) states that the differential value placed on different types of
cultural capital creates a hierarchy that reflects the knowledge and skills the dominant class
prioritizes. Therefore, the process of institutionalization of the most valued class culture is
fundamental in schools, which Bourdieu (1977) identifies as a crucial site for socialization.
In the United States, the dominant social group is middle-upper class Euro-American
whites. Consequently, schools were built on a pedagogical curriculum grounded in Eurocentrism
and white cultural capital (Yosso 2005). Examples of white cultural capital that schools reward
are students’ use of standard English linguistics (Ferguson 2000); Eurocentric middle-upper class
dress (Skiba, Horner, Chung, and Rausch 2011); conventional white hairstyles (Wun 2016);
reserved physical mannerisms (Ferguson 2000; Nichols 2004); social navigation (Harper 2008);
individualism (Castagno 2014); and Eurocentric academic curriculums (Leonardo 2007; Pane
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2010; Yosso 2005). As race inherently shapes the social standpoint of our own lived experiences
and our understanding of the world, students of color who do not conform to white cultural
capital in the school system are systematically disadvantaged (Carter 2003).
The policies implemented in schools embody white cultural capital as the privileged
pedagogical standard and consequently disadvantage non-white cultural capital (Leonardo 2007;
Pane 2010; Yosso 2005). Since Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954), efforts to
desegregate schools have done little to reduce the influence of white cultural capital in the
academic curriculum (Charles 2019). Consequently, many students of color, even in cases of
upper-class membership, routinely underperform academically (Reardon 2015). Policy that
maintains a white pedagogical school curriculum devalues cultural wealth possessed by racial
minorities and systematically reinforces hegemonic whiteness.
Schools in the United States have adopted what educator Paulo Freire (1970) refers to as
the banking model of education. This pedagogical framework assumes that students are an empty
vessel with little to offer and that teachers have the authority and expertise to fill that vessel with
knowledge (Freire 1970). For students of color, this is especially problematic because it
establishes a power imbalance that subjects them to standards of white cultural capital. Through
this process, the community cultural wealth of students of color is devalued. Yosso (2005)
defines community cultural wealth as the accumulated resources, assets, and knowledge from an
individual’s family, community, or peer network specific to their culture. Thus, schools present
students of color with a difficult choice: assimilate to white cultural capital or be disciplined
academically and/or through formal punishment (Yosso 2005).
Failure to assimilate to white cultural capital in the school poses academic, social, and
disciplinary consequences (Okilwa, Khalifa, and Briscoe 2017; Pane 2010). Students who do not
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conform to standards of white cultural capital such as Eurocentric academic curriculum, reserved
physical mannerisms, and middle-upper class white dress and hairstyle face greater risk of
academic failure and discipline (Ferguson 2000; Nichols 2004; Okilwa, Khalifa, and Briscoe
2017; Skiba et al. 2011; Wun 2016; Yosso 2005). Policies that suspend students for
defiance/disruptive classroom behavior, ban Black hairstyles, and fail students for using African
American Vernacular English exemplify how schools implicitly and explicitly manifest white
cultural capital that serves to systematically disadvantage students of color. Policies and
practices that disproportionately affect students of color for these types of behavior contribute to
the academic and discipline gap observed between white and non-white students, particularly
Black students.
Conversely, the pressure to assimilate to white cultural capital can have unintended
negative social consequences for students of color that can inhibit their educational progress
(Becares and Priest 2015; Ogbu and Fordham 1986). For example, non-white students who adopt
aspects of white cultural capital can experience social rejection or reprimand from members of
one’s family, community, or peer network for neglecting to embrace their respective cultural
capital (Yosso 2005). This can have serious implications for some cultural communities, given
whites' brutal history of colonization efforts. The potential loss of support from these important
networks further erodes a student’s chance of success in school (Yosso 2005). While white
students are much more likely to have their cultural capital rewarded by the schools and do not
experience this dilemma, students of color face a complicated predicament, with every path
leading to disadvantages (Yosso 2005).
Teachers in schools are predominantly white, even as non-white students increasingly
comprise the student body. This racial discrepancy has significant implications for students of
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color who disproportionately represent school discipline offenses (Skiba 2014). Therefore, it is
necessary to examine the influence and effects white cultural capital and whiteness have on the
structural and pedagogical framework embodied in schools. Subjective disciplinary policies,
such as defiance-related suspensions, serve as a valuable site for research because teachers
administer their use largely based on discretion. Teachers must judge students' behavior
predicated on their sociocultural understanding of what constitutes defiant or disruptive behavior
in these cases. Considering the influence of white cultural capital and whiteness in the school
system, this can have potentially discriminatory effects for students of color. While the current
study does not explore what transpires between the specific student/teacher that results in
defiance-related discipline, it does examine how the proportion of white teachers affects racial
difference in defiance-related disciplinary outcomes and the potential implications for students of
color.
LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, I provide an in-depth discussion and review of the literature relevant to the
current study. Research on school discipline is expansive and varied, therefore, I exclusively
focus on the areas specific to the proposed research question: What is the relationship between
the presence of white staff in a school and the rates of defiance-related suspensions for Black,
Latinx, and white students? These topic areas include an overview of research related to
exclusionary discipline; the student racial discipline gap; effect of staff race on discipline;
subjective discipline; and the role of whiteness in schools.
The growing prevalence of punitive exclusionary discipline in schools is grounded in the
logic that it is an effective deterrent to inappropriate student behavior. Therefore, reviewing prior
research that explores this assumption helps contextualize the current study’s focus on student

13

suspension rates. Similarly, outlining the research that considers the use of subjective discipline,
such as defiance, provides insight into how school staff administer these types of discipline in
other school contexts and the potential racial implications it has for students of color. Lastly,
considering the racial demographic of staff and student as key variables in the current study, it is
valuable to consider what prior research has found on the effects of these variables on discipline,
specifically in relation to white staff and students.
Exclusionary Discipline
In the 1980s, politicians encouraged schools to adopt a “tough on crime” punitive policy
regime to suppress cultural anxiety felt by the white middle-upper class communities. The belief
that American society was becoming increasingly dangerous fueled this anxiety and the
associated shift in school disciplinary practices. Additionally, sociologists James Wilson and
George Kelling (1982) reinforced this growing sentiment when they introduced the
criminological theory "broken windows theory." Broken windows theory suggests that the most
effective way to mitigate crime is to increase punitive measures on minor criminal infractions to
establish law and order (Wilson and Kelling 1982). This logic was applied to justify the
notorious War on Drugs campaign initiated by the Reagan administration in the 1980s and
continues to play a major role in drug policy today. However, this ideology was represented in
other policy arenas as well, notably the school and education system.
In the early 1990s, the federal government instituted zero-tolerance policies that called
for schools to take more punitive disciplinary action against students who brought guns or drugs
to school (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008). Zero-tolerance policies were ostensibly raceneutral and sought to re-establish “law and order” in the school system. Although proponents of
zero-tolerance policies touted their effectiveness in reducing crime and violence in schools,
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student perceptions of safety remained remarkably consistent throughout the 1990s (APA Zero
Tolerance Task Force 2008). What began as a stringent set of policies targeted at serious and
violent juvenile criminal behavior became more subjective as school administration and local
government began applying these punitive principles to a broader range of incidences not
directly related to drugs or weapons possession (Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera 2010).
Consequently, this transition towards more punitive practices in handling school discipline
instituted a cultural normalization of exclusionary punishment that would have lasting effects
(Kang-Brown, Trone, Fratello, and Daftary-Kapur 2013).
While research on zero-tolerance policies is vast, there is significant variation in using the
term zero-tolerance (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008). Some scholars have defined zerotolerance as referring to state and local school discipline policies that explicitly include the term
“zero-tolerance” in the policy language. Although other entities, such as the American
Psychological Association, have applied a broader definition of zero-tolerance as a “philosophy
or policy that mandates the application of predetermined consequences, most often severe and
punitive in nature, that are intended to be applied regardless of the gravity of behavior,
mitigating circumstances, or situational context” (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008:1;
Curran 2017). Therefore, it is essential to acknowledge that exclusionary school discipline
practices do not necessarily signify zero-tolerance policies, but zero-tolerance discipline policies
are contingent on the use of exclusionary discipline practices.
Although this definitional variation complicates the field of research on zero-tolerance
school discipline and serves as a limitation, many significant findings remain consistent across
research. Therefore, for this literature review, I only discuss research that defines zero-tolerance
policies as state or local school discipline policies that explicitly reference zero-tolerance in their
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definition. Based on this definition, evidence shows that zero-tolerance school discipline policies
contribute to the racial discipline gap, the school-to-prison pipeline, poor student academic
achievement, and increased drop-out rates (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008; Curran 2017;
Hirschfield 2018; Hoffman 2014; Kang-Brown et al. 2013; Martinez 2009).
Following the widespread introduction of zero-tolerance discipline policies in schools
during the early 1990s, research documented the growing divide in how these practices were
administered based on student race (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008). A longitudinal study
on a racially diverse urban school district found that when the district expanded mandatory
suspensions and expulsions beyond weapon and drug/substance possession to include less
serious behavioral offenses such as fighting, property damage, and physical assault, Black
students were disproportionately affected, with an additional 70 Black students each year
recommended for expulsion (Hoffman 2014). Similar findings have been consistent in largescale meta-analytical studies (Skiba 2014). Furthermore, the juvenile criminal justice system
reflects these patterns. As zero-tolerance policies disproportionately target students of color,
those students are consequently more likely to be funneled into the juvenile criminal justice
system via the school-to-prison pipeline (Heitzeg 2009; Hirschfield 2018). Research finds that
the implementation of zero-tolerance school discipline policies at the school and district level
correlates with an increase in school arrests, student police referrals, and the presence of
heightened school security measures, such as school resource officers and metal detectors
(Heitzeg 2009).
Beyond the racial discipline gap and early introduction to the juvenile criminal justice
system, zero-tolerance policies have shown to have detrimental implications on students’
academic performance (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force 2008; Lacoe and Steinberg 2018;
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Welsh and Little 2018; Winton 2012; Southworth and Mickelson 2007). Students who are
subject to exclusionary discipline policies lose vital time in the classroom, and, as such, are
academically disadvantaged upon their return (Welsh and Little 2018). Research shows that
students' lost classroom time has sustained negative impacts on students’ college track
placement, as they are often unable to fully rebound from their class absence and less likely to
pursue post-secondary schooling (Southworth and Mickelson 2007). Moreover, a study
conducted by Balfanz and colleagues (2014) on Florida public schools found that with each
consecutive out-of-school suspension, students were 20 percent less likely to graduate from high
school.
Based on the overwhelming body of research documenting the negative effects of zerotolerance policies on non-white students, in 2014, the Obama administration made a public
statement urging all state and local governments to retract any policy reminiscent of the zerotolerance policy era (Hefling 2014). While this initiated a transition away from the explicit use of
zero-tolerance policies, education scholar Rita Kohli (2017) claims it was followed by a “new
racism” in schools. This “new racism” is constituted by further colorblind school discipline
policies that ignore the structural ways racism is embedded in the education system. As of 2018,
there were still 26 states that permitted the expulsion of students for “defiant or disruptive
behavior,” a subjective, open-ended category that disproportionately disadvantages students of
color (Policy Surveillance Program 2018).
The removal of zero-tolerance policies that mandate the expulsion or suspension of
students for non-serious and non-violent offenses did not necessarily eliminate exclusionary
discipline altogether. As a result, the racial discipline gap persists today through the continued
use of exclusionary discipline for non-serious and non-violent student offenses.
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Student Racial Discipline Gap
There is a significant body of research documenting the use of exclusionary disciplinary
practices in schools and the problematic implications it has on perpetuating the racial discipline
gap (McCarthy and Hoge 1987; Skiba et al. 2002;). While the use of zero-tolerance policies has
decreased in recent years, exclusionary discipline remains, and consequently, so does the racial
discipline gap (Office of Civil Rights Data Collection Lab 2017). As the racial discipline gap
remains uncontested, research has shifted focus to explore the possible contributing factors that
explain this phenomenon. Some scholars have proposed a racial/minority threat theory, arguing
that the increasing presence of students of color in schools poses a political, economic, and
criminal threat to white school personnel and community members, resulting in heightened
punitive disciplinary measures (Welch and Payne 2018, 2011). This approach shifts the unit of
analysis away from individual student/teacher interactions to the school level.
A study conducted on 294 schools throughout the U.S. found that when controlling for
levels of misbehavior, delinquency, and free/reduced lunch, schools with higher proportion
Black students had greater rates of exclusionary discipline practices, which disproportionately
targeted Black students (Welch and Payne 2011). A follow-up study explicitly looking at Latinx
students found similar results (Welch and Payne 2018). Additionally, a study on all Indiana
public schools found that the most racially diverse schools had the highest racial discipline gaps
in the use of exclusionary discipline when controlling for the socioeconomic status of the
neighborhood and the proportion of students on free/reduced lunch (Gopalan 2019). Lastly,
Freeman and Steidl (2016) discovered that the most racially segregated schools had the lowest
racial discipline gap, including predominantly Black and Latinx schools. These findings support
the racial threat theory, which states that schools with a greater proportion of students of color
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will have a greater discipline gap between white and non-white students due to the illusive threat
that students of color pose to school staff.
While research has thoroughly examined the relationship between the student body's
racial composition and the prevalence of exclusionary discipline use, studies have neglected to
account for how both staff race and subjective disciplinary practices affect the relationship
between exclusionary discipline and racial composition of the student body. These variables are
particularly valuable because they represent the potential implicit racial bias that mediates these
interactions. For example, Riddle and Sinclair (2019) conducted a study using a nationally
representative sample of 96,000 schools and found a correlation between heightened racial
discipline gap and greater community implicit racial bias at the county level. However, the
researchers did not account for school staff (Riddle and Sinclair 2019). School staff is a
necessary component in discussing the racial discipline gap and understanding what factors
contribute to its persistence. The current study will address this gap by considering how the
racial composition of school staff is related to racial disparities in subjective disciplinary
practices.
Effect of Staff Race on Discipline
The role of the school staff is arguably the most crucial variable in exploring the racial
gap that exists in the use of exclusionary school discipline. While school staff personnel are
ultimately the entity that administers the use of exclusionary discipline for student misconduct,
the decision to hold a student’s behavior accountable through formal disciplinary channels
(suspension, expulsion, or office referrals) is influenced by factors at both the interpersonal and
larger institutional level. Perhaps the most important factor is the racial, ethnic, and cultural
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forces operating in these contexts that implicitly and explicitly inform disciplinary decisions
made by school staff.
In 2017, U.S. school staff were 79 percent white, whereas students were only 48 percent
white (U.S. Department of Education 2019). However, student/teacher racial discrepancies are
even more extreme for many schools (McGrady and Reynolds 2013). Moreover, the student
population is diversifying at a far faster rate than school staff. From 2003-2016, the percentage
of white school staff decreased from 83 to 80 percent, whereas from 2000-2017, the percentage
of white students enrolled in public school decreased from 61 to 48 percent (U.S. Department of
Education 2019). Consequently, research has found that cultural discrepancies between white
staff and students of color contribute significantly to the racial discipline gap.
At the interpersonal level, research has found that when students of color are in
classrooms with teachers who match their cultural, ethnic, and/or racial identity, they have
greater academic performance ratings and are less likely to be subjected to exclusionary
discipline, including for subjective disciplinary categories such as willful defiance (Gershenson,
Hart, Hyman, Lindsay, and Papageorge 2018; Glock and Schuchart 2019; Lindsay and Hart
2017; Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015; Redding 2019). Some scholars have suggested that this
phenomenon is a result of the Eurocentric cultural pedagogy that privileges white students in the
education system (Duncan 2019; Glock and Schuchart 2019). For example, a study done by
Ferguson (2000) found that Black students were often criticized and would receive low language
arts performance ratings for using Black English, or African American Vernacular English, as
opposed to Standard American English. Moreover, Ferguson (2000) argues that this process
systematically discriminates against Black students and contributes to the racial discipline gap.
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While school staff/student conflict at the interpersonal level is a key site for
understanding the racial discipline gap, it is equally valuable to examine how larger contextual
forces influence and inform these interactions. Just as research shows that when students of color
are in classrooms with teachers that match their cultural, ethnic, or racial identity, they are less
disadvantaged academically and disciplinarily, there is growing evidence that indicates that the
collective cultural, ethnic, and racial identities of the school staff is an important factor to
examine. A study conducted on all public schools in Florida and Wisconsin found that schools
with a higher proportion of Black and Latinx school staff correlate with a statistically significant
decrease in the use of exclusionary discipline for Black and Latinx students when controlling for
several school variables, most notably the socioeconomic status of the student body (Cheng
2019; Hughes, Bailey, Warren, and Steward 2020). Furthermore, Fitchett and colleagues (2020)
found that teachers preferred to work in schools with a majority student body that aligns with
their race/ethnicity. More interestingly, though, their research documented that white teachers
associated the prospect of working in a school with a predominantly non-white student
population with more risk and perceived stress than working in a school with majority white
students (Fitchett, Dillard, McCarthy, Lambert, and Mosley 2020).
These findings confirm that a school's student/staff racial composition informs the racial
discipline gap and the discriminatory use of exclusionary discipline on students of color at the
interpersonal level. It is necessary to acknowledge that various external factors, such as the
structural components of a school, influence a teacher’s decision to discipline a student.
Unfortunately, there is limited research on examining how the race of the collective school staff
affects the culture of student discipline. In the few cases that explicitly examine these variables,
researchers have failed to isolate the use of subjective discipline, which captures the
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manifestation of the implicit bias of a particular school’s culture. Additionally, they have
neglected to situate these findings in a context of whiteness, which is inherent in the subjective
use of discipline within a Eurocentric institution (Monroe 2005, 2005b; Yosso 2005).
Subjective Discipline
As reliance on punitive disciplinary practices as a form of student control in response to
behavioral infractions in schools expanded, more types of behavior triggered serious
repercussions such as exclusionary discipline. Disciplinary policies instituted at the school,
district, and state-level began including subjective disciplinary offenses such as defiance,
disruption, and noncompliance as behaviors that warrant the use of exclusionary discipline.
However, the prevalence of these subjective offenses is particularly controversial due to their
interpretative nature and lack of clear definition. Moreover, unlike offenses that constitute
definitive and apparent features such as drug possession, physical assault, and weapons
possession, subjective disciplinary offenses are left to the discretionary judgment of the teacher,
administrator, or school personnel. Consequently, research has found that various contextual
factors, such as student and teacher race, influence the punishment of subjective disciplinary
offenses (Baker 2019; Gregory and Weinstein 2008; Lindsay and Hart 2017; Skiba et al. 2011,
2002).
Considering the subjective nature of these offenses, research has consistently found that
student demographic plays a significant role in how school staff handles these disciplinary
infractions (Skiba et al. 2011, 2002). A study conducted on 19 middle schools in a large racially
diverse public school district in the Midwest found statistically significant racial and gender
differences in student discipline by type of behavior when controlling for the student's
socioeconomic status (Skiba et al. 2002). Moreover, Black and Latinx students were more likely
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than their white peers to receive formal punishment (office referrals or in/out of school
suspensions) for subjective behaviors such as disrespect, excessive noise, threat, and loitering
(Skiba et al. 2002). In contrast, white students were more likely to receive formal punishment for
objective behaviors such as smoking, leaving without permission, vandalism, or obscene
language (Skiba et al. 2002). In all cases, male students had disproportionately higher rates
(Skiba et al. 2002). To test the generalizability of these findings, Skiba and colleagues (2011)
conducted a follow-up study using a nationally representative sample that included schools at the
elementary, middle, and high-school levels. The authors found that when controlling for the
student's socioeconomic status, subjective behavioral offenses such as disruption, defiance,
disrespect, and noncompliance disproportionately targeted Black and Latinx students (Skiba et
al. 2011). In contrast, white students were more likely to be disciplined for more objective
offenses such as drug/substance possession, vandalism, and physical violence (Skiba et al. 2011).
While some critics have argued that this evidence simply indicates that there are
fundamental differences in behavioral patterns of students by race, long-standing qualitative and
ethnographic research has found that students of color do not misbehave at higher rates than
white students (Ferguson 2000; Huang 2018; McCarthy and Hoge 1987). However, research
finds racial differences in the reasons for student misbehavior, specifically concerning subjective
offenses such as defiance, disruption, and disrespect (Baker 2019; Ferguson 2000; Monroe
2005). Qualitative research indicates that students of color are more likely to display defiant,
disruptive, or disrespectful behavior in the classroom in response to racial microaggressions,
cultural differences between white peers and teachers, and peer-to-peer power imbalances (Baker
2019; Ferguson 2000; Monroe 2005). Specifically, Ferguson (2000) found that Black students,
particularly Black boys, would engage in disruptive classroom behavior as a strategy to

23

recalibrate racial power imbalances between Black and white students. By engaging in disruptive
behavior, Black students drew attention away from white students and onto themselves
(Ferguson 2000).
In addition to the students’ demographic features as a significant factor in influencing
subjective disciplinary actions, the race of the teacher administering the discipline is equally as
implicative in the disciplinary process of students for these types of offenses (Baker 2019;
Gregory and Weinstein 2008; Lindsay and Hart 2017; Monroe 2005b). As most educators in the
U.S. are white, and students of color have disproportionately higher discipline rates for
subjective offenses, scholars have taken a critical examination of how teachers’ race may explain
this discrepancy. Using longitudinal data from 2008-2013 on all North Carolina schools,
researchers found that when students of color were in classrooms with a teacher of the same race,
they were less likely to be disciplined for subjective offenses such as willful defiance (Lindsay
and Hart 2017). Interestingly, these findings do not translate to white students, whose discipline
rates were similar across teacher race (Lindsay and Hart 2017). Furthermore, research suggests
that white teacher’s perception of defiance was different for white and Black students due to
sociocultural misinterpretations of Black culture as more overtly defiant and disrespectful
(Monroe 2005b). A study done by Nichols (2004) found that white teachers misinterpreted Black
student’s greater tendencies of vocal assertiveness and peer-to-peer physical play as defiant and
aggressive, despite Black students reporting this type of behavior as a mutual cultural
understanding of friendly comradery. These instances of teacher/student cultural
miscommunications resulted in Black students increased likelihood of receiving formal
punishment and being perceived by white teachers as “troublemakers” (Nichols 2004).
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There is significant evidence to indicate that subjective disciplinary practices in schools
have discriminatory effects for students of color. In particular, studies indicate that the use of
subjective discipline by school staff is susceptible to implicit racial bias. However, there is little
research that explores this issue beyond the individual level. Therefore, it is necessary to
examine how the school as an institution structurally manifests and perpetuates these racially
discriminatory practices by relying on subjective discipline policies.
Whiteness in Schools
Despite Brown v. Board of Education ruling that school segregation is unconstitutional,
in the past thirty years, public schools in the United States have become increasingly more
segregated (Frankenberg et al. 2019). Even as student enrollment in schools has become more
diverse, the percentage of schools that qualify as “intensely segregated” or 90-100 percent Black
and Latinx have been increasing (Frankenberg et al. 2019). In 1988, during the peak of school
desegregation, only 5.7 percent of schools comprised 90-100 percent Black students, whereas, in
2016, that rate was up to 18.2 percent (Frankenberg et al. 2019). It is important to note that the
percentage of Black students enrolled in public schools from 1988-2016 have remained constant
at around 15 percent (Frankenberg et al. 2019). Freeman and Steidl (2016) found that the schools
with the most segregated Black students had both the highest proportion of non-white staff and
the lowest racial disparities in discipline. Therefore, it is necessary to examine how the structural
framework of schools and culture of discipline manifests whiteness.
Unfortunately, I am unaware of a study that has explicitly applied a critical whiteness
theoretical framework in their research on the racial discipline gap in schools. Contextualizing
the racial discipline gap through a lens of critical whiteness theory shifts the discussion
surrounding the observed racial discrepancies in school discipline away from the level of the
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individual, whether it be the student or staff, and towards a more sociocultural analysis that
considers the larger contextual processes that influence individual decisions. While no studies
have explicitly applied a critical whiteness theoretical framework in their research analysis, there
is research that has found students of color are behaviorally and academically disadvantaged by
systemic expectations of adherence to Eurocentric and white standards (Ferguson 2000; Monroe
2005, 2005b; Shalaby 2017; Wun 2016). Furthermore, students of color have reported feeling
significantly less supported by and connected to white school staff than their white peers
(Anyon, Zhang, and Hazel 2016; Bottiani, Bradshaw, and Mendelson 2016).
Although these studies did not apply a critical whiteness lens in their research, some
scholars have proposed that these racial discrepancies observed in schools constitute evidence of
institutionalized whiteness (Duncan 2019; Irby 2014). Critical race scholars Duncan (2019) and
Irby (2014) argue that the systematic surveillance, punishment, and removal of Black students in
schools is a product of white Supremacy and serves to maintain the political and economic
consolidation of power in whiteness and white students. Applying and contextualizing research
on the racial discipline gap in a whiteness framework is necessary to advance our understanding
of the institutional forces that contribute to the racial discipline gap.
METHODOLOGY
School discipline practices and policies vary significantly across the United States based
on many state, local, and school level factors. As such, there are fundamental challenges and
limitations in analyzing data on school discipline as many states restrict what data is collected
and how it is recorded. Only 41 states require data collection on comprehensive school
discipline, and just five of those states disaggregate the data by incident type and student/staff
race. This is particularly concerning, because as previously discussed, both incident type and
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race are essential variables in examining the discriminatory potential discipline practices have on
underprivileged students. The state of California is one of the few states that require detailed data
to be reported on school discipline, and more specifically, defiance-related discipline.
Additionally, California has the largest elementary and secondary school student enrollment and
the third greatest non-white student population in the United States (California Department of
Education 2020). Therefore, I use California data available through the California Department of
Education to explore the relationship between schools’ level of white staff and defiance-related
discipline by student race.
The data included in this research is publicly available and comprises all publicly funded
education institutions at the K-12 academic level for the 2018-2019 academic year. It is a
population level dataset and all statistical analysis is descriptive in nature. I chose to explicitly
analyze data compiled at the individual school level, instead of the district, county, or state level,
because given the range of school diversity and unique characteristics of a particular school, the
school level provides a richer context to examine staff/student relations. Additionally, the school
discipline policies and programs are predominantly administered and implemented at the local
district/school level. Therefore, it is important not to conflate two or more school’s data on
student discipline when disciplinary policies and programs may vary. Thus, the primary unit of
analysis in the current study is California K-12 public schools. However, there are some cases
when I reference and discuss data at the state level.
The dataset used is the product of four separate datasets that have been merged to
effectively analyze all the variables of interest. The primary dataset that accounts for the school
level student demographic data is from the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data
System (CALPADS). CALPADS is an annual state-mandated survey conducted by all K-12
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public charter and non-charter schools. Since the California charter school system, particularly in
regard to discipline policy, operates with more autonomy from local government regulation than
non-charter public schools, I excluded all charter schools from the dataset in an effort to mitigate
disciplinary policy outliers. The other three datasets merged into the single master dataset are
comprised of information on all staff and faculty throughout the state. I made the decision to
drop all staff/faculty that were not listed as “full-time” to ensure that the dataset only captured
the staff/faculty most likely to engage with students throughout the entire school year.
Students who attended multiple schools during the 2018-2019 school year were double
counted in their racial group population. Because the dataset does not include any identifiable
data on individual students, there is no systematic way to account for these instances. Schools
with less than 11 total students for any racial group were coded as a missing value to protect
student identity. There are 156 schools with a total enrollment count of fewer than 11 students,
so I excluded these schools from my analysis. Lastly, I excluded 147 schools with enrollments
limited to K-3 students. In 2017, California passed a law prohibiting formal discipline for
defiance-related offenses for students in grades K-3. Therefore, these schools were irrelevant to
my research.
Each school includes six demographic categories:
•

total student racial composition (white; Asian; Filipino; Black/African American;
Hispanic/Latinx; Pacific Islander; American Indian/Alaska Native; two or more races;
and not reported)

•

total student gender composition (male, female)

•

total count of socioeconomically disadvantaged students (defined as students who are
eligible for free/reduced lunch or have parents who did not graduate from high school)
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•

total student enrollment for each grade

•

total count of students with a disability

•

total staff racial composition (white; Asian; Filipino; Black/African American;
Hispanic/Latinx; Pacific Islander; American Indian/Alaska Native; two or more races;
and not reported)
However, these demographic indicators are not disaggregated by each other. For

example, it is unknown how many Black male students with a disability are in a given school.
Therefore, throughout my analysis, I will primarily focus on student and staff racial composition
of schools. Though, in some cases, I will account for socioeconomically disadvantaged students
in the school using multivariate descriptive statistical techniques. Lastly, due to the low
population proportion of some student racial groups, I will only be examining Black, Latinx, and
white student school populations. The decision to narrow the scope of my analysis on Black,
Latinx, and white students was informed by existing research that finds Black and Latinx
students are more disproportionately represented in school discipline than other student racial
groups.
There is a corresponding cumulative count for all student demographic populations
within each demographic category for a particular disciplinary offense. I chose to focus on
disciplinary offenses that result in student suspensions (in and out of school) instead of
expulsions because of the greater ratio of suspensions to expulsions. There are nine disciplinary
offenses included for each demographic population:
•

total suspensions

•

unduplicated count of suspensions

•

total suspensions for defiance
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•

unduplicated count of suspensions for defiance

•

total suspensions for violent incident (injury)

•

total suspensions for violent incident (no injury)

•

total suspension for weapons possession

•

total suspension for other reasons

•

total suspensions for illicit drug-related
However, I explicitly examine the unduplicated count of suspensions for defiance

because of the inherent subjectivity in applying these types of discipline. The defiance infraction
is unique from all other forms of disciplinary action permitted for suspension, because it is the
only offense that is fully subjective by definition and does not require any explicit behavior or
action to warrant a teacher or administrator’s decision to charge a student with defiance.
California Department of Education defines defiance in Education Code section 48900(k)(1) as:
“Disrupted school activities or otherwise willfully defied the valid authority of supervisors,
teachers, administrators, school officials, or other school personnel engaged in the performance
of their duties” (CA, Pupil Discipline 2014). Moreover, the subjective nature of the defiance
disciplinary offense grants school faculty and staff the individual authority to dictate what
behavior reflects “defiant or disruptive.” This process is particularly valuable in my research
because it examines how staff and student race affects the discretionary use of discipline.
The dataset presents defiance in two ways. One is a simple count of all suspensions in
which the offense committed by the student was defiance for that academic year, or defiancerelated suspension (DRS). The other is a count for unduplicated defiance-related suspension
(UDRS), which is the distinct count of students suspended for defiance one or more times that
academic year. For example, in the Garey High School 2018-19 academic year, there were a total
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of 550 counts of student DRSs. However, there were only 244 instances of UDRS, meaning the
306-count difference were cases in which a student received more than one DRS that year. To
capture true school defiance level, I will be using the UDRS variable throughout most of my
analysis. Unduplicated defiance-related suspension excludes any specific outlier students who
may be overrepresented in a particular school or aggregate group sample, and therefore provides
a more accurate depiction of how suspensions for defiance are administered.
The relationship between the proportion of staff race in a school and UDRS by student
race is influenced by a number of variables and factors that I cannot capture in simple bivariate
and multivariate descriptive analyses. Although using scatterplots and other data graphs, I can
explore the overall trends in the relationship between the variables. While limited in scope and
depth, this methodology provides preliminary insight into the possible correlations between these
variables. The independent variable is the proportion of white staff in a school out of the total
school staff. The dependent variable is UDRS rate for Black, Latinx, and white students, which
is measured by dividing the UDRS count for each student racial group, by the enrollment count
for that same group in each school.
To exhaust the examination of the relationship between white staff and defiance
suspension rates, I explore the contrast in defiance between schools with 75 percent or more
white staff and schools with less than 25 percent white staff. In these cases, I also account for the
proportion of white students and the proportion of socioeconomically disadvantaged students in
the school.
I also explore how varying staff race relates to defiance rates for Black, Latinx, and white
students. I do this by presenting bivariate scatterplots for each student racial group that examines
the defiance rates for that group by the proportion of white staff, non-white staff, and the

31

matching staff racial group of the respective student racial group. I excluded schools that had
zero staff of whichever staff racial group examined in that figure. This is due to the explicit
interest in looking at the relationship between the school's UDRS rate by student race and the
race of staff in that school. Additionally, figures plotting non-white staff exclude any schools
with the same staff that has the same race as the student race it is being plotted against, except
for white student defiance rate, because there are only seventy-five schools with white students
and zero white staff.
In an effort to explore the risk of being suspended for defiance over a student’s K-12
academic career based on school staff race, I generated cumulative risk assessment models for
each student racial group. Because the dataset is not longitudinal and does not track the
individual student, there is no way to assess each student's varying degrees of risk based on their
race throughout their academic career. However, this information is valuable because it allows
for a degree of inference into the potential empirical disadvantage that school staff race poses to
students of color. By using the 2018-2019 suspension rates for the school type (elementary
school, middle school, and high school), staff race, and student racial group, I was able to infer
what the likelihood of being suspended for defiance was for each racial group based on their
school proportion white staff throughout their K-12 academic career.
FINDINGS
Summary Statistics: Students
Table 1a. provides the summary statistics on the complete student population in the
dataset. The dataset accounts for a total of 8,604 non-charter K-12 public schools in the state of
California and consists of 5,958,614 students in the 2018-2019 academic year. The mean number
of students per school throughout the state is 693, with a median and standard deviation of 582
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and 555, respectively. Students who attend multiple schools a year will be double counted in the
population for their racial group. Unfortunately, because data does not include any identifiable
data on individual students, there is no systematic way to account for these instances. Any school
with less than 11 total students for any racial group enrolled were coded as a missing value in an
effort to protect student identity.
The racial and ethnic composition of California schools is considerably diverse. white
students represent only 21.6 percent of the population, which is significantly lower than the
national average of 47 percent (U.S. Department of Education 2019). The demographic with the
largest representation in the state are Hispanic/Latinx students, who compose 55.6 percent of the
total student population. Based on Figure 1a., it is clear that compared to national rates,
California has more non-white racial/ethnic student enrollment, with the exception of Black and
Native American students. The enrollment rates nationally for Black and Native American
students are 15.1 and 1 percent, whereas in California they are 5.4 and .2 percent, respectively.

Table 1a. Student enrollment for all California K-12 public schools by student race/ethnicity in 2018-19 academic year.

Racial/Ethnic Group
White
Black/AfrAm
Latinx/Hispanic
Asian
American Indian/Alaska Native
Pacific Islander
Filipino
Two or More Races
Not Reported
Total

N (Schools)
Sum # of Students
Mean
Percent
SD
Median
7344
1285835 175.09
21.6%
216.7
100
4693
322312
68.86
5.4%
81.32
39
8368
3293199 393.55
55.3%
387.07
298
4793
554340 115.66
9.3%
186.06
49
574
14184
24.71
0.2%
27.81
17
643
13271
20.64
0.2%
13.12
16
2874
127947
44.52
2.1%
57.67
26
4809
205433
42.72
3.4%
34.92
32
1200
33250
27.71
0.6%
39.85
18
8604
5958614 692.54
100%
554.79
582

*Schools with group population size < 11 were coded as missing values to protect student identity. Therefore, N represents that total number of schools that have
11 or more students enrolled from that respective racial group.
*The Total N for Student Enrollment (8604) is smaller than the Total N for Staff Composition (8653), because there are 48 schools with less than 11 students.
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Figure 1a. Percentage Student Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity for California and National K-12 Public Schools in 2018-19 Academic
Year.

California vs. National Student Enrollment by Racial/Ethnic Composition (2018-2019)
60.0%
50.0%

55.3%
47.0%

40.0%
27.2%

30.0%
21.6%
20.0%

15.1%
9.3%

10.0%

5.4%

5.3%
0.2% 1.0%

0.2% #

2.1%

3.4% 4.1%
#

0.6% #

0.0%
White

Black/AfrAm

Latinx/Hispanic

Asian

American
Indian/Alaska
Native

California

Pacific Islander

Filipino

Two or More Races

Not Reported

National

# Rounds to Zero

34

35

Summary Statistics: Staff
Table 1b. presents the summary statistics of the complete staff population in the dataset.
California school staff are more racially/ethnically diverse and have a greater teacher/student
ratio than national averages. Nationally, K-12 staff are 79 percent white, whereas California
school staff are only 60 percent white (U.S. Department of Education 2019). Moreover, the
racial gap between white staff and white students is far greater in California than nationally.
Referring to Table 1b., there is a 40-percentage point gap representing the difference in
California schools between the 60 percent white staff and 20 percent white student population.
Compared to national rates, there is only a 32-percentage point difference between the 79 percent
white staff and 47 percent white student population (U.S. Department of Education 2019).
Conversely, the inverse is true for Hispanic/Latinx students and staff population in California.
Hispanic/Latinx students represent 55 percent of the student population, whereas the
Hispanic/Latinx staff represent only 22 percent. The racial variation between the predominantly
white staff and non-white student population in California has important implications for
research on whiteness and racial inequality in the education system.
Additionally, the student/staff ratio in California schools is greater than national
averages. The national student/staff ratio for all K-12 public schools is roughly 16:1, but in
California the student/staff ratio is 23:1 (U.S. Department of Education 2019). This indicates that
the California school system has an underrepresentation of school staff. Overall, California has a
total of 259,049 full-time school staff, with an average of 30 in each school, whereas there are
5,958,614 students, with an average of roughly 692 per school. Research shows that smaller
student/teacher ratios have a myriad of positive implications for student and student performance
(Biddle and Berliner 2003). The findings most relevant to the current study is that smaller class
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sizes have positive effects on student behavior and student ratings on teacher effectiveness, and a
negative relationship with teacher’s reliance on formal discipline (Bedard and Kuhn 2008; Finn,
Pannozzo, and Achiles 2003; Betts and Shkolnik 1999).

Table 1b. Staff Race/Ethnicity Composition for all California K-12 Public Schools in 2018-19 Academic Year.
Racial/Ethnic Group
White
Black/AfrAm
Latinx/Hispanic
Asian
American Indian/Alaska Native
Pacific Islander
Filipino
Two or More Races
Not Reported
Total

N (Schools)
Sum # of Staff
Mean
Percent
SD
Median
8653
156532
18.09
60.4% 16.36
15
8653
10209
1.18
3.9%
2.65
0
8653
56750
6.56
21.9%
8.12
4
8653
15038
1.74
5.8%
2.93
1
8653
1373
0.16
0.5%
0.47
0
8653
785
0.09
0.3%
0.36
0
8653
4046
0.47
1.6%
1.09
0
8653
2456
0.28
0.9%
0.72
0
8653
11860
1.37
4.6%
4.93
0
8653
259049
29.94
100% 23.42
25

*Staff identity is not protected and therefore there are no missing values and the N is consistent across all groups
*The N is larger than the student Total N, because the difference represents schools in which the total student population < 11
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Figure 1b. Percentage Student and Staff Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity for California K-12 Public Schools in 2018-19 Academic Year.
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70.0%
60.4%
60.0%

55.3%

50.0%
40.0%
30.0%
21.9%

21.6%
20.0%

9.3%

10.0%

5.4%

5.8%

3.9%

0.2% 0.5%

0.2% 0.3%

American
Indian/Alaska
Native

Pacific Islander

2.1% 1.6%

3.4%

4.6%
0.9%

0.6%

0.0%
White

Black/AfrAm

Latinx/Hispanic

Asian

Student

Filipino

Two or More Races

Not Reported

Teacher

38

39

Summary Statistics: Defiance/Unduplicated Defiance-related Suspensions
In the 2018-2019 academic year, California had a total of 49,086 cases DRS, a rate of
nearly 1 for every 100 students. As shown in Figure 1c., compared to other types of behavior,
defiance had the third highest rates, preceded by non-injurious violence and illicit drug/substance
possession. Furthermore, referring to Figure 1d., Black/African American students were 1.7
times more likely to be suspended for defiance than the least subjective offenses such as illicit
drug possession, weapons possession, and violence resulting in injury. Conversely, the ratio
between defiance and more serious offense suspension rates for whites is 1.2 to 1. In other
words, Black students face far greater risk of being suspended than white students in cases when
the teacher has subjective discretion over what constitutes the offense.
Latinx students also had a greater rate of suspension than white students for DRSs. The
rate of suspensions for defiance for Latinx students is .89 per 100 students, while the rate for
white students is .74 per 100 students. Although the rate for Latinx students is still far lower than
that of Black students, which is 2.59 per 100 students. These findings indicate the
disproportionate impact that defiance has on Black students in relation to their white peers and
the greater racial gap present in defiance versus less subjective related offenses.

Figure 1c. Average Suspension Rate by Behavior Type for all California K-12 Public Schools in 2018-19 Academic Year.
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Figure 1d. Average Suspension Rate for Defiance-related Offenses versus Most Serious Offenses by Student Race for all
California K-12 Public Schools in 2018-19 Academic Year.
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Although defiance is an important indicator, for the reasons previously outlined in the
methodology section, I exclusively focus the following analyses on UDRS. The distinction
between DRS and UDRS is as follows: Defiance suspension refers to a simple count of all
suspensions in which the offense committed by the student was defiance for that academic year
and unduplicated defiance refers to the distinct count of students who are suspended for defiance
one or more times that academic year. The following analyses will focus exclusively on UDRS.
Table 1c. presents the summary statistics of UDRS for all white, Black, and Latinx
students. A total of 3,858 schools recorded one or more UDRSs for an aggregate summative
count of 32,838 cases. The average number of UDRSs for all schools is 3.82 with a median of 0,
indicating a strong positive skew. Moreover, the standard deviation is 12.24, but the interquartile
range is only 3. The significant dispersion and positive skew of the observations is a result of
only 45 percent of schools recording an instance of suspension from defiance. When excluding
for all schools without a DRS, the mean jumps to 8.5. While there is significant variation in the
prevalence and use of DRS in California schools, there is uniformity in the disproportionate
overrepresentation of Black and Latinx students.
Figure 1e. displays the total rates of UDRS in the state by Black, Latinx, and white
students. Black and Latinx students have a rate of 1.21 and .66, respectively, per 100 students,
whereas white students have a rate of .62 per 100 students. Furthermore, Figure 1f. displays the
percentage difference between the proportion of Black, Latinx, and white students enrolled in
California schools and the proportion represented in cases of UDRS. Statewide, there is a 173
percent difference for Black students and 1.6 percent difference for Latinx students.
Additionally, in Figure 1g., Black students represent nearly 15 percent of the total UDRSs but
comprise just 5.4 percent of state enrollment population. Conversely, white students are
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underrepresented in cases of UDRS, with a difference of -12.6 percent in relation to the
composition of their enrollment. These findings display the disproportionate effect that UDRSs
have on students of color, particularly for Black students.

Table 1c. Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Count for all California K-12 Public Schools by Student Race/Ethnicity in 2018-19
Academic Year.
Racial/Ethnic Group
White
Black/AfrAm
Latinx/Hispanic
Total

N
Schools with Cases
7344
4693
8368
8604

1873
1215
2928
3858

Sum
Mean SD
Median Min Max
6194
0.84
2.97
0
0
96
4853
1.03
3.93
0
0
71
18433
2.2
8.13
0
0
226
32838
3.82 12.24
0
0
268

Figure 1e. Average Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race/Ethnicity for all California K-12 Public Schools in
2018-19 Academic Year.
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Figure 1f. Percentage Difference in Composition Ratio for Enrollment versus Unduplicated Defiance Suspensions by Student
Race/Ethnicity for all California K-12 Public Schools in 2018-19 Academic Year.

Difference in Composition Ratio for Enrollment vs. Defiance Suspensions
by Student Racial/Ethnic Group
200
173.2

Percentage

150

100

50

1.6
0
-12.6
-50
White

Latinx/Hispanic

Black/AfrAm

45

Figure 1g. Percentage Unduplicated Defiance Suspensions versus Enrollment by Student Race/Ethnicity for all California K-12 Public
Schools in 2018-19 Academic Year.
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White Staff and Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race
Figure 2a. presents three bivariate scatterplots depicting the relationship between the
proportion of white staff in a school by the UDRS rate for white, Black, and Latinx students.
Generally, there appears to be a consistent positive association between the increase proportion
of white school staff and suspension rate for Black, Latinx, and white students. Although it is
important to note that all bivariate analyses that include the staff race variable has a larger
population, because all school data on staff includes a true zero value for staff racial
composition. Additionally, the included schools for each bivariate racial group analysis are equal
to the number of schools with any student enrollment for that respective group.
Figures 2b-d. further explore the relationship between white school staff and suspension
rates by comparing rates for schools with 75 percent or more versus 25 percent or less white
staff. There are 3251 schools with 75 percent or more white staff and 998 schools with 25
percent or less white staff. In Figure 2b., schools with equal to or greater than 75 percent white
staff have consistently greater suspension rates than schools with less than 25 percent white staff
for white (.7 vs. .4), Black (1.2 vs. .9), and Latinx (.8 vs. .5) students. For both high and low
proportion white staff schools, Black students had the greatest rate of suspension.
Furthermore, as presented in Figures 2c. and d., these trends remained when accounting
for schools with high socioeconomically disadvantaged student population and low white student
population. This finding has important implications, because it reaffirms past research that
argues staff race is a more significant indicator of discipline trends than a student’s
socioeconomic status. Interestingly, the defiance rates were the greatest in schools with high
socioeconomically disadvantaged student population and high proportion white staff population.
In these schools, all students faced a 2.5 times greater risk in high proportion white staff schools.
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Overall, these findings suggest that students of color, particularly Black students, face the
greatest risk of being suspended for defiance in schools with a high proportion of white staff. It is
important to recognize that this data must be considered in the context that 55 percent of schools
have zero counts of defiance, so there is a significant amount of positive skew. Nonetheless,
these findings suggest that schools with a large presence of white school staff, even when
accounting for white students and socioeconomic status, present a greater risk to students of
color.

Figure 2a. School Level Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate for White, Black, and Latinx Students by White Staff.
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Figure 2b. Average Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race for Schools with Low and High Proportion White Staff.
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Figure 2c. Average Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race for Schools with Low and High Proportion White Staff,
Accounting for Schools with High Socioeconomically Disadvantaged Student Population.
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Figure 2d. Average Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race for Schools with Low and High Proportion White Staff,
Accounting for Schools with Low White Student Population.
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Matching Staff/Student Race
It is evident that schools with high proportion white staff have greater UDRS rates for
students of color. Why this may be so requires a more nuanced analysis of staff race that
examines whether the presence of non-white staff, or the specific staff of the students’ race,
drives lower suspension rates in schools with less white staff. Using bivariate scatterplots,
Figures 3a.-3c. compare how suspension trends correlate with white staff, non-white staff, and
same student/staff race.
As expected, there is a negative association between suspension rates and the proportion
of non-white staff in a school for all three student racial groups. What is most interesting is the
relationship between UDRS rates for Black and Latinx students and the proportion of Black and
Latinx staff in a school. As shown in Figure 3b., the greater proportion of Black staff in schools
had a strong negative correlation with suspension rates for Black students than schools with no
Black staff, but only non-white staff. A similar distinction is observed for UDRS rates for Latinx
students and Latinx staff. These findings reinforce the correlation between the greater proportion
of white staff in a school and the higher rate of UDRS being administered. Additionally, they
indicate the potential effect that having non-white staff, and particularly non-white staff that
match the non-white student body, can have on mitigating the disproportionate use of defiance as
a form of suspension on students of color by white staff.

Figure 3a. School Level Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate for White Students by Proportion of White and Non-White School
Staff.
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Figure 3b. School Level Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate for Black Students by Proportion of White, Minority Non-Black,
and Black School Staff.
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Figure 3c. School Level Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate for Latinx Students by Proportion of White, Minority Non-Latinx,
and Latinx School Staff.
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Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by School Type
The following Figures 4a.-b. bar charts depict the suspension rate for white, Black, and
Latinx students by type of school comparing schools with high and low proportion white staff.
Figure 4a. only includes schools with 75 percent or more socioeconomically disadvantaged
students, as a technique to control for the role socioeconomic status has on student discipline.
Furthermore, Figure 4b. only includes schools with 25 percent or less white students as a
technique to control for the effect white students may have on discipline. Both Figure 4a. and b.
suggest that UDRS rates for Black and Latinx students are consistently greater in schools with a
high proportion of white staff across all grade levels. However, these disparities are not equal
across school type.
On average, both high schools and middle schools with a high proportion white staff
population have greater rates of UDRS than K-5 and K-8 elementary schools. Also, the
difference in suspension rates for Black students between high and low proportion white staff
schools is the greatest in middle schools. These trends remain when accounting for schools with
high proportion socioeconomically disadvantaged and low proportion white student populations.
While the average rates of UDRS vary by type of schools for each student racial group, the trend
that high proportion white staff schools have on average the highest defiance rates and Black and
Latinx students have on average greater rates of defiance than white students is observed in these
charts. These findings suggest that the issue is not necessarily the age of a student, but the
presence of predominantly white staff. The reason K-5 and K-8 grade schools have lower rates is
likely due to the California state ban on DRSs for K-3 grade students. However, in both Figure
4a. and b., K-5 and K-8 elementary schools have heightened suspension rates for Black students
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in high and low proportion white schools. Additionally, schools with high proportion white staff
have greater suspension rates than low proportion white schools for all student race groups.

Figure 4a. Average Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race and School Type for Schools with Low and High
Proportion White Staff, Accounting for High Socioeconomically Disadvantaged Student Population.
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Figure 4b. Average Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race and School Type for Schools with Low and High
Proportion White Staff, Accounting for Low White Student Population.
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Cumulative Risk of Unduplicated Defiance Over Academic Career
Figures 5a.-b. present predictive models examining the cumulative risk of suspension by
student racial group for high and low proportion white staff schools across their academic career
from grades 4-12 (California state law prohibits DRSs for grades K-3). As a control technique,
Figure 6a. only accounts for schools with 75 percent or more socioeconomically disadvantaged
students, whereas Figure 5b. only accounts for schools with 25 percent or less white students.
Both Figures indicate that all students, regardless of racial group, who attend schools with high
proportion white staff will be at greater risk of receiving a suspension for defiance throughout
their academic career. However, Black and Latinx students are at a greater risk than their white
student counterparts. Based on the predictive model in Figure 5a., by the time 100 Black students
that have attended high proportion white staff and socioeconomically disadvantaged schools
throughout their academic career reach grade 12, roughly 28 of those students will have received
at least one suspension for defiance. Comparatively, the average for white students will be
roughly 20, and the average for Latinx and all students will be nearly 23.
However, in schools with a low proportion of white staff and high proportion
socioeconomically disadvantaged student population, only 13 of the 100 Black students will
have received a UDRS by their senior year. That is roughly the same average rate for all students
and is similar to that of white students. Perhaps more interestingly, only 9 out of 100 Latinx
students will receive a defiance suspension by grade 12, which is a lower rate than the average
for all students, including white students.
The predictive model for schools with a low white student population, depicted in Figure
5b., reflects similar trends observed in Figure 5a. In Figure 5b., The average risk of receiving a
UDRS for Black, Latinx, white, and all students over their academic career is lower in schools
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with low proportion white staff versus high proportion white staff schools. Although unlike
Figure 5b., Black and Latinx students who attend low proportion white schools still face greater
risk of UDRS than white students. Out of 100 students, roughly 13 Black students and 8 Latinx
students would be expected to be suspended for defiance by their senior year in low proportion
white staff schools, whereas only 4 white students would be suspended for defiance. However,
the rates for Black and Latinx students is still considerably lower in schools with low proportion
white staff versus schools with high proportion white staff. Both Figure 5a. and b. have
important implications for understanding the role that predominantly white staff schools have in
contributing the school-to-prison pipeline for students of color, particularly Black and Latinx
students.

Figure 5a. Cumulative Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race and Grade Level for Schools with Low and High
Proportion White Staff, Accounting for High Socioeconomically Disadvantaged Student Population.
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Figure 5b. Cumulative Unduplicated Defiance Suspension Rate by Student Race and Grade Level for Schools with Low and High
Proportion White Staff, Accounting for Low White Student Population.
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DISCUSSION
The research findings indicate that the greater proportion of white staff in a school
positively correlates with greater risk of UDRS for all students, but especially for Black and
Latinx students. While this correlation is observable in the Figure 2a. scatterplots, the bar charts
in Figures 2b-d. indicate that students in schools with predominantly white staff are 1.2 times
more likely to be suspended for defiance than students in schools with predominantly staff of
color. This difference widens when accounting for the proportion of socioeconomically
disadvantaged students and white students in a school. In schools with a majority of
socioeconomically disadvantaged students, the risk of defiance suspension for all students is 2.5
times greater, and in schools with low proportion white students, the risk is 2.3 times greater.
Additionally, Black and Latinx students consistently face greater risk of defiance
suspension than white students. While the risk is greater in predominantly white staff schools, it
still exists in predominantly non-white staff schools. Specifically, the rate of suspension for
Black students in majority white staff schools is 1.2 for every 100 students and in majority nonwhite staff schools it is .9 for every 100 students. Comparatively, white students’ rate is .7 in
majority white staff schools and .4 in majority non-white staff schools. The persistence of a
racial discipline gap in majority non-white staff schools illustrates the pervasiveness of
whiteness. As the education system is an institution that operates through policies, pedagogies,
and practices that are grounded in whiteness, staff of color who work in the school are not
entirely insusceptible to the racially discriminate implications that exist therein. To a degree,
these processes operate beyond the individual level and are embedded in the structural function
of the school.
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Not only did schools with lower proportion white staff have lower rates of UDRS for
Black students, but Figures 3b.-c. scatterplots indicate that schools with higher proportion of
Black staff had the greatest negative correlation to defiance suspension for Black students.
Similarly, schools with higher proportion Latinx staff had the greatest negative correlation of
UDRS for Latinx students.
Lastly, across a student’s academic career, Black and Latinx students face considerably
greater risk of receiving at least one suspension than their white classmates, and this risk is
heightened in schools with a high proportion of white staff. When controlling for a school’s
socioeconomically disadvantaged student population and based on the predictive modeling
illustrated in Figure 5a., Black students who attend predominantly white staff schools throughout
their academic career are 1.4 times more likely than their white peers to receive at least one
suspension for defiance by the time they reach 12th grade. However, in the same scenario, but in
predominantly non-white staff schools, Black students are only 1.1 times more likely to receive a
suspension.
As expected, the findings from the current study confirmed the initially proposed
hypothesis that the greater proportion of white staff in a school is positively correlated with
UDRSs, and particularly so for Black and Latinx students. The results reflect the important role a
school’s collective staff racial demographic plays in the use of defiance-related discipline based
on a student’s race. Specifically, the findings further illuminate the disciplinary risk that schools
with predominantly white teachers pose for Black and Latinx students when the student behavior
in question is left to the interpretation of the staff.
Whiteness in Schools
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Recognizing the presence of whiteness in schools and acknowledging its implications has
presented challenges in prior research, largely because it is difficult to operationalize using
qualitative research methods (Duncan 2019; Irby 2014; Monroe 2005). While there is significant
research on the racial discipline gap between white students and students of color in schools, few
studies have explicitly referenced whiteness or applied a critical whiteness theoretical framework
in their work (Ferguson 2000; Skiba et al. 2002; Wun 2016). Those that have often do so in
relation to cultural differences between white staff and students of color on an interpersonal level
(Duncan 2019; Ferguson 2000; Irby 2014; Lindsay and Hart 2017; Monroe 2005). Although it is
important to consider how whiteness and white cultural capital is manifested through
interpersonal student/staff relations, it is equally necessary to examine the ways they operate
through systematic and institutional processes. The findings from the current study contribute to
this need by examining the disproportionate use of subjective discipline on Black and Latinx
students in schools with a majority white staff population. The question that remains is what
explains the greater racial discipline gap in UDRSs in high proportion white staff schools
compared to low proportion white staff schools?
Based on prior research on white staff’s disproportionate use of discipline on students of
color, one could argue that the findings in the present study further exemplify this dynamic at the
school level (Ferguson 2000; Lindsay and Hart 2017; Skiba et al. 2002). While this is certainly a
potential factor, it does not explain why schools with Black staff appear to have a stronger
negative association with UDRSs for Black students than schools with minority non-Black staff.
This variation suggests that while the absence of white staff alleviates the disproportionate use of
UDRS on students of color, staff of color still suspend students for defiance disproportionately at
greater rates when the student population is not reflective of the staff population. Therefore, it

68

indicates that subjective discipline practices and policies that rely on staff discretion serve to
privilege the student population that reflects the racial demographic of the staff.
Although white students have lower rates of suspension for defiance in all school
contexts than Black and Latinx peers, they are equally as likely to benefit from the presence of
non-white staff. This finding indicates that while functions of whiteness and white supremacy
disadvantage people of color in far more severe ways, it also disadvantages whites, in this case
white students. Additionally, it suggests the possibility that a greater presence of staff of color in
a school has the potential to fundamentally subvert disciplinary culture in a specific school
context. This theory supports findings from Irby’s (2014) study that reported the presence of
Black staff challenged the implicit racial biases and whiteness in fellow white staff and school
culture. However, echoing the concerns raised by Irby (2014), this dynamic has the potential to
further exploit the emotional labor of staff of color by shifting the responsibility of antiracist
efforts away from white staff. Therefore, addressing the existence of whiteness in schools,
particularly in regard to disciplinary practices, requires adherence to a critical whiteness
theoretical framework. The issue of whiteness in schools cannot simply be resolved by hiring
more staff of color. It requires antiracist work that challenges the policies and discipline
pedagogies that facilitate the reliance on a racial hierarchy.
Similar to previous studies, these findings further confirm that the issue of the racial
discipline gap is not an issue of socioeconomically disadvantaged schools. While socioeconomic
status of the school student population is an important factor in the operations of school
discipline practices and policies, the presence of white staff appeared to be the driving
determinant in greater rates of UDRS for Black and Latinx students. When accounting for
schools with more than 75 percent socioeconomically disadvantaged students, schools with high
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proportion white staff had greater rates of UDRS for Black and Latinx students than schools with
a low proportion white staff. Contrary to long standing literature that concludes a student’s
socioeconomic status is a strong predictor of their likelihood of being disciplined, the results
from the current study show that when controlling for the socioeconomic status of the student
population, students of color face greater risk of suspension. These findings reaffirm that the
school level racial demographic of the staff is potentially a stronger indicator for UDRSs.
Subjective Discipline Practices
The enforcement and implementation of disciplinary policies that are subjective in nature,
such as defiance and disruption, present particularly concerning implications for students of
color since their interpretation relies on staff discretion. Based on the findings from this study,
schools with a greater proportion of white staff have greater rates of suspending students for
defiance across all races, but especially for Black and Latinx students. While the
disproportionate use of DRS for students of color by white staff aligns with the limited prior
research on the use of subjective discipline in schools, the results vary in regard to rates for white
students. One of the few studies that explores the use of subjective discipline based on the race of
the staff, conducted by Lindsay and Hart (2017), found that white students were the only student
racial group whose rates of suspensions for defiance or disruptive behavior did not vary based on
the race of the staff. Thus, the results from the current study are particularly interesting, because
they suggest that white students also suffer an increase in UDRS in high proportion white staff
schools. While this does not discount the role that implicit racial bias could potentially play in
the discriminatory use of subjective disciplinary practices, it does reveal the importance punitive
disciplinary practices have in the manifestation of whiteness.
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Furthermore, Lindsay and Hart (2017) only looked at the individual level and not the
school level. Accounting for the collective demographic of a school staff’s racial demographic in
the discussion around the use of subjective disciplinary practices is important, because it captures
the pedagogical culture of discipline and how it may relate to whiteness. Ethnographic research
conducted by Monroe (2005b) concludes that the school level culture of discipline is influenced
by the collective race of the staff. Moreover, this dynamic is a significant explanatory factor in
the disproportionate use of formal discipline on students of color in predominantly white staffed
schools. Additionally, Baker’s (2012) study found that Black and Latinx student’s disruptive
classroom behavior was a response to the collective microaggressions perpetuated by the
predominantly white school staff and problematic race-neutral discipline policies, and not any
individual teacher. Taking into consideration this prior qualitative literature, the current study’s
findings reinforce the value of examining the school level factors, specifically the potential role
of white cultural capital and whiteness in informing the disproportionate use of DRS on Black
and Latinx students.
School-to-Prison Pipeline
As research has documented, since the establishment of zero-tolerance policies in the
1990s, the criminal justice system has expanded into the school through increased militarization
efforts and the heightened criminalization of students, resulting in a process referred to as the
school-to-prison pipeline (Hirschfield 2018; Skiba 2014). The results from this study contribute
to the discussion on the school-to-prison pipeline by highlighting the disproportionate effect
suspension, specifically for subjective disciplinary behavior has on students of color. Moreover,
these findings reflect the greater compounding risk of suspension and introduction to the
criminal justice system Black and Latinx students face throughout their academic career,
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especially when attending schools with 75 percent or more white staff versus less than 25 percent
white staff.
While the findings in Figures 5a.-b. do not account for the prospect of student’s
likelihood of reoffending following their first DRS, Mowen and colleagues (2020) found that
with each suspension a student receives, the likelihood of reoffending increases significantly.
This undermines the logic used by proponents of exclusionary discipline that argue suspensions
are an effective preventative measure to student behavioral infractions. In fact, with each
consecutive suspension a student receives, their likelihood of graduating decreases significantly
and their risk of encountering the juvenile justice systems increases substantially (Balfanz et al.
2014; Fabelo et al. 2011). Considering prior research, the implications of attending
predominantly white staff schools throughout a Black or Latinx student’s academic career has
long-standing and detrimental implications for their post-secondary education future. By
attending schools with a high proportion of white staff, Black and Latinx students are far more
likely to be funneled into the criminal justice system because of their heightened risk of
suspensions.
Based on the findings from the current study, it is evident that Black and Latinx students
are at a far greater risk of being suspended at least once throughout their academic career in
schools with a greater proportion white staff. Although, white students also face a heightened
threat of suspension for defiance-related offenses in high proportion white staff schools
compared to low proportion white staff schools. When controlling for high socioeconomically
disadvantaged schools, white students in high proportion white staff schools face twice the risk
of being suspended for defiance at least once in their academic career versus low proportion
white staff schools. Moreover, in schools with low proportion white students, the difference is
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roughly three times the rate of risk. These findings convey how the collective dominant presence
of white staff disadvantages all students, including white students. whiteness operates through
mechanisms of control and discipline, and the use of suspension for subjective offenses is
representative of that process. white students increased risk of UDRS throughout their academic
career in predominantly white staff schools increases white students’ chances of being swept up
into the school-to-prison pipeline. While this risk is not nearly as significant as for Black and
Latinx students, it is still a greater risk than attending schools with lower proportion of white
staff. In short, the racial composition of school staff has implications for the disciplinary
experiences of students of all races.
Discipline as a Response to Racial Threat
There is a long history in the United States of using formal and informal discipline as a
method of social control against people of color. Both overt examples such as slavery, Jim Crow
laws, hate crimes, and lynchings, and more recent covert examples such as the War on Drugs,
expansion of the prison industrial complex, and immigration enforcement represent the
institutional criminalization of people of color and serve to suppress white cultural anxiety
towards the growing presence of non-whites in American society (Alexander 2012; BurrisKitchen and Burris 2011; Hinton and Cook 2021). Some race scholars argue that these efforts of
institutional social control are a response to the cultural and racial threat that the increasing
presence of people of color pose to the maintenance of white supremacy, particularly in the case
of Black and Latinx populations (Feldmeyer and Cochran 2018; Stolzenberg, D’Allesio, and
Eitle 2004). This theory has been appropriately referred to as racial threat theory. Racial threat
theory has been applied in the critical examination on the increasing use of punitive school
disciplinary practices, and the current study further advances this discussion (Welch and Payne
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2010, 2011; Hughes et al. 2020; Hughes, Tomaskovic-Devey, and Mears 2017; Rocque and
Paternoster 2011).
Prior literature that applies a racial threat theory finds that schools with a greater
percentage of non-white students use more punitive school discipline practices and do so
disproportionately on students of color, even when controlling for indicators such as
socioeconomic status of the school and student behavior (Welch and Payne 2010, 2011; Hughes
et al. 2017, 2020; Rocque and Paternoster 2011). While these studies examined the effect nonwhite vs. white students in a school had on discipline, they did not account for how percentage of
staff race applies to the racial threat theory. The current study fills this void, as the results
indicate that in schools with predominantly non-white students, those with majority white staff
discipline students, particularly Black and Latinx students, at greater rates than schools with
majority staff of color.
These findings align with the racial threat theory posited by other race scholars, who state
that spaces with greater people of color have unique disciplinary implications when the
governing body of authority is comprised of predominantly white individuals (Feldmeyer and
Cochran 2018; Stolzenberg et al. 2004). In this sense, schools with predominantly white staff,
but a majority non-white student population, serve as a unique site to display how this racial
dynamic unfairly implicates students of color through the disproportionate use of school
discipline. Understanding how school discipline operates based on school level factors, such as
the percentage of student and staff race in a school, is important to understand how systems of
power and whiteness as an institution exists at the macro-sociocultural level. Furthermore,
discipline acts as a form of social control in response to the implicit racial threat that students of
color pose to the collective majority white teacher population in a school. The current findings
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support the racial threat theory and extend the conversation by considering how the racial
composition of the staff race, in coordination with the composition of the student race, effects the
use of exclusionary discipline. Additionally, the study contributes to recent efforts in research on
school discipline to explore factors beyond the individual level, and account for how school level
factors play a role in the racial discipline gap.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Ban Exclusionary Discipline for Subjective Offenses
Recognizing the discriminatory nature of exclusionary discipline policies for subjective
offenses is essential for state, local, and school level agencies to mitigate the disproportionate
implications it has on students of color. The findings from this study serve as important insight
into how the current school discipline policies and practices can change to address the issue of
the racial discipline gap, specifically for subjective disciplinary offenses. Above all else, there
needs to be state, district, and school level policy efforts made to prohibit the use of exclusionary
discipline for subjective offenses, such as classroom defiance and disruption.
While there has been growing public and political support for these types of policies,
there are few examples of their implementation. The most notable case is when the state of
California banned DRS in 2015 for grade K-3 students in all public schools, and subsequently
observed a 57 percent decrease in defiance suspensions for all students (California Department
of Education 2019). However, as the findings from the current study indicate, that policy was
unsuccessful in eradicating the racial discipline gap in exclusionary discipline for subjective
disciplinary offenses altogether.
In 2013, the Philadelphia School District implemented a similar ban on exclusionary
discipline for classroom disruption in all K-12 schools. Steinberg and Lacoe (2018) conducted a
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study tracking its effectiveness and found that following the ban, there was significant decrease
in overall classroom misbehavior. However, there was also a slight increase in racial disparities
in exclusionary discipline for other types of offenses. While these results emphasize the value in
eliminating the use of exclusionary discipline for subjective offenses as a strategy to reduce the
potential negative implications that result from these policies, they do not alleviate the racial
discipline gap in its entirety and the privileging of white students in disciplinary pedagogical
practices. Nonetheless, they are a critical first step in limiting the number of students of color
who fall victim to these policies and potential encounters with the criminal justice system as a
result.
Restorative Justice
The findings in the current study highlights the disproportionate effect that subjective
disciplinary policy practices have on targeting students of color. In response to this issue, some
school discipline policy advocates have proposed an alternative framework to reconceptualize
the functionality of school discipline grounded in a more restorative justice approach. While
there is no universal definition for restorative justice discipline policies, they are generally
recognized as a collection of practices that emphasize principles of building, nurturing and
repairing through mutual student/staff communication and respect. Their application typically
requires school staff training on effective communicative strategies that prioritize discussion
with students following a behavioral incident over more traditional exclusionary practices. There
are currently 8 states and 25 school districts throughout the United States that have implemented
some variation of restorative justice policies (Fronius, Darling-Hammond, Persson, Guckenburg,
Hurley, and Petrosino 2019). Overall, the available results of their effectiveness have shown a
decreased use of exclusionary discipline for all students, and in some cases, mitigation of the
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racial discipline gap for students of color (Fronius et al. 2019). Gonzalez (2015) found that
following the enactment of restorative justice policies for all K-12 schools in the Denver School
District, the suspension rate for Black and Latinx students decreased by 41 and 54 percent,
respectively, resulting in a narrowing of the racial discipline gap. Similarly, Gregory and
colleagues (2016) found that in two large racially diverse public schools, the introduction of
restorative justice policies as an alternative to exclusionary discipline resulted in a 21 percent
reduction in overall disciplinary referrals, particularly for Black and Latinx students. Though
restorative justice policies have shown promise in some cases, their high implementation cost
and varied application have proven to be challenges in determining the generalizability of their
effectiveness to date.
Race and Cultural Responsiveness Training
The varied racial discipline gap in UDRS based on the proportion of white school staff in
a school observed in the current study’s findings is reflective of prior qualitative research which
finds that the presence of predominantly white school staff establishes a behavioral standard
grounded in white cultural capital that implicitly privileges white students and consequently
disadvantages students of color (Ferguson 2000; Gregory and Mosely 2004; Lustick 2017;
Monroe 2005b). In response, some school discipline reform advocates have called for teachers to
receive race and cultural responsiveness trainings. Scholars have defined race and cultural
responsiveness trainings as a pedagogical strategy that attempts to bridge the gap between the
dominant school staff race and culture, established through academic curriculums and discipline
policies, and the nondominant race and culture of the student (Ladson-Billings 1995; Lustick
2017, 2020).
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Effectively, this process is intended to challenge Eurocentric school curriculum and the
privileging of white cultural capital that have been shown to systematically disadvantage
students of color (Yosso 2005). As argued by Yosso (2005), students of color are endowed with
cultural wealth that the education system neglects to recognize, and it is important for teachers to
not only acknowledge and accommodate, but to reward that knowledge in the classroom.
Through trainings sessions, teachers engage in critical self-reflection of their implicit
biases and transform their academic and disciplinary pedagogical practices to meet the needs of
all students, not just white middle-upper class students. Research has found that schools that
implement race and cultural responsiveness style training programs for school staff decreased
disciplinary referrals and classroom misbehavior for students of color and narrowed the racial
discipline gap between Black and white students (Gregory, Hafen, Ruzek, Mikami, Allen, and
Pianta 2016; Herschfeldt, Sechrest, Pell, Rosenberg, Bradsaw, and Leaf 2009; Lustick 2020).
Although the effectiveness of race and cultural responsiveness training for teachers in
achieving the intended goals is contingent on the continuation and comprehensiveness of the
trainings (Cox, Bledsoe, and Bowens 2017). Some scholars have critiqued standard race and
cultural responsiveness trainings as not being aggressive enough in addressing the issue of
whiteness. They have called for the need to prioritize critical whiteness studies in these efforts to
explicitly address the ways white supremacy and whiteness are perpetuated through school
disciplinary pedagogies and teacher practices (Matias and Mackey 2016). Additionally, in
However, in recent years, there has been significant political opposition to these types of
programs in schools, and as a result, several states and school districts have tried to ban school
staff trainings and teachings on topics of diversity, equity, and inclusion, specifically those
related to implicit bias and critical race theory.

78

LIMITATIONS
The objective of the current study was to explore the effect that a school’s level of
whiteness has on the UDRS rate of Black, Latinx, and white students. While the dataset allowed
for this relationship to be examined, there were a number of limitations that narrowed the scope
to which the variables of interest could be explored. As previously discussed, the implementation
of school discipline policies primarily operates at the district and school level, which has a
significant effect on how school staff handle specific student disciplinary offenses, including
defiance-related classroom behavior. Unfortunately, there is no statewide California database
that records specific school or district policy, or programs related to the handling of student
discipline. This has significant implications for the observed findings because they do not
account for whether a school or district abides by traditional exclusionary discipline practices, or
if they have adopted an alternative strategy such as restorative justice.
Additionally, the dataset did not include measures of school climate, which prior research
has found to be a strong predictor of disciplinary rates (Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Gottfredson,
and Payne 2005). Some examples of school climate variables that have been found to influence
school discipline are: collective student perception of fairness in discipline, students’ attitude
towards school staff, or school staffs’ attitude regarding student behavior (Anyon et al. 2016;
Bottiani et al 2016; Fitchett et al. 2020; Gottfredson et al. 2005). The absence of accounting for a
school climate variable excludes potentially important context to better understand the mediating
relationship between school staff race and student discipline. Moreover, school climate could
serve as a valuable measurement for whiteness and how it manifests in other forms throughout
the school.
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There are also limitations due to the way the California Department of Education collects
and compiles their school data. Because the dataset is at the school level, the data is unable to be
disaggregated by more than one staff or student population demographic variable. For example,
the dataset does not allow for the exploration of UDRSs by the proportion of students in a school
based on combined race, disability, gender, and socioeconomic status. Considering this
limitation, data is only presented using descriptive statistical techniques. Consequently, this
significantly limits the potential to explore the data using an intersectional analytical framework.
Lastly, while the racial diversity in the California school system serves as a valuable
feature to explore disproportionate impact of discipline on students of color, the findings are
limited in their generalizability. Throughout the United States, many schools are far more
homogeneous in their staff and student racial composition than schools in California. Moreover,
as mentioned previously, the uniqueness of a school’s culture matters in the use of discipline.
Therefore, the results of the current study are not necessarily generalizable to all schools across
the United States.
FUTURE RESEARCH
The current study wanted to examine the relationship between a school’s level of
whiteness and rates of UDRSs for Black, Latinx, and white students, and the findings produce
further research questions worthy of inquiry. Due to the limitations of the dataset, the current
study was unable to apply an intersectional framework to the analysis of the data, specifically
related to gender and disability. Prior literature finds that students with disabilities, particularly
Black students, are disproportionately represented in exclusionary discipline (Allman and Slate
2012; Gage, Whitford, Katsiyannis, Adams, and Jasper 2019). In recent years, research has
found that the racial discipline gap between white and Black girls has been growing
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significantly, and in some cases, has surpassed the racial discipline gap between white and Black
boys, including for subjective disciplinary offenses such as disruption and defiance (Annamma,
Anyon, Joseph, Farrar, Greer, Downing, and Simmons 2019; Blake, Keith, Wen, Huong, and
Salter 2017; Clark-Louque 2020; Martin and Smith 2017; Wun 2016). This development is
particularly important, because the impact of discriminatory exclusionary discipline in the school
system on girls of color has been historically understudied. Therefore, it is necessary for future
research on the use of exclusionary discipline in schools to apply an intersectional theoretical
framework in their analysis to better understand the ways that multiple systems of power such as
white supremacy, ableism, and patriarchal ideologies operate in relation to each other to maintain
a system of institutional oppression that reinforces a social hierarchy.
Another component that was excluded from the current study but would provide
important insight into better understanding the racial discipline gap is the use of longitudinal
disciplinary data. Using longitudinal school disciplinary data would allow the researcher to not
only collect a more expansive sample but would also provide the opportunity to examine how
changes in school staff and student demographic effects UDRS rates for students of color.
Specifically in California, longitudinal data would provide the chance to account for the effect of
past state policy changes on defiance-related discipline. The ability to account for state policy
change would provide further insight into the effectiveness of policy on the reliance of
exclusionary discipline for subjective offenses.
Although the current study utilized subjective discipline offenses as a measure of a
school’s privileging of white cultural capital and staff’s collective implicit racial bias, there are
important contextual processes that occur during a teacher’s decision to take formal disciplinary
action for defiance-related behavior that is worth exploring through a qualitative methodological
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approach. In reference to the results of the current study, it would be relevant to explore whether
teachers of color in high proportion white staff schools are more or less likely than white staff to
disproportionately use discipline on students of color. Moreover, do staff of color navigate
student misbehavior for subjective offenses differently in high versus low proportion white staff
schools? Lastly, how might white staff versus staff of color vary in their interpretation of
classroom defiance or disruption, and what role might whiteness play in this process? These are
all questions that would be best answered using qualitative methodological research strategies.
CONCLUSION
The current study sought to answer the question of what the relationship is between the
composition of white staff in a school and the rates of UDRSs for Black, Latinx, and white
students. Using descriptive bivariate and multivariate statistical analysis methods and California
state dataset on K-12 public schools, the findings support the initial hypothesis that a greater
proportion of white staff in a school would positively correlate with a greater rate of UDRSsfor
Black and Latinx students. When plotting all three racial groups against the proportion of white
staff in a school, there was an observable positive relationship between UDRS rates for all three
student racial groups. Upon further inquiry, this positive trend only applied to white staff.
Interestingly, there was a negative correlation between UDRS rates for Black, Latinx, and white
students and proportion of Black and Latinx staff in a school. This relationship appeared to be
stronger for Black students with Black staff and Latinx students with Latinx staff. These findings
suggest the significant racial power dynamics that exist between student and school staff and the
dominant role that staff have in perpetuating whiteness and white privilege in a school’s
disciplinary pedagogy.

82

Furthermore, in relation to the current study’s focus on defiance-related discipline, the
findings convey the way that the school as an institution contributes to the production of
whiteness and white supremacy through policy initiatives by disproportionately disciplining
students of color. Proponents of punitive disciplinary practices in schools have long argued that
they are race-neutral and serve the sole function of maintaining school safety. However, the
critical examination of inherently subjective offenses such as defiance, allows for the opportunity
to unveil the fallacy in the proposed race neutrality of discipline and explore the underlying ways
that implicit racial bias informs all forms of discipline at the school and individual level.
As the school has become increasingly more reflective of the prison industrial complex
through heightened surveillance, policing, and criminalization of students, understanding the role
school disciplinary practices and policies play in contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline is
essential. This focus is particularly relevant in deconstructing the permanence of white
supremacy and addressing the structural inequality and institutional oppression of people of
color. The school as an institution is the epitomized representation of a society’s ideological
underpinnings and is a crucial predictor of an individual’s life trajectory. Therefore, in a society
with a significant decreasing white population and an inversely growing non-white population, it
is necessary to critically analyze how institutions, such as the education system, structurally
reproduce whiteness and white cultural capital. Schools are intended to be a place that foster
growth, creativity, and self-exploration. Their primary societal objective is empowerment, not
punishment. They should be a place that opens doors to children’s’ futures, not closes them
behind bars.
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